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Collaboration without End: The Case
of the Positive Aging Newsletter
MARY GERGEN AND KENNETH J. GERGEN

Lance Armstrong realized his dream of winning his 7th Tour de France the
summer of 2005, breaking all records for victories in this historical bicy
cle race. The newspaper photos showed a triumphant Armstrong holding
high the golden trophy-a lone man against the blue skies, with his chil
dren below him, his son reaching high trying to touch his father's trophy.
This story flowered amidst a summer of heroic deeds, from Tiger Woods'
win at St. Andrews golf classic to Barry Bonds' record-breaking home run
spree. The world loves stories of champions. Vicariously, we walk in their
shoes. But, let us ask, where would Lance have been without his team leader
who gave him advice via the microphone he wore in his helmet, or without
his teammates who protected him from the pack, or his mechanics who
repaired his bikes, or the coaches who helped him train his body, or the
doctors who treated him for testicular cancer? Where should we terminate
the list of collaborators? Should we not also include the competitors, the
French culture, and the news media? Nor does the list end with human
helpers, either. Where would he have been without the road, the mountains,
the air, and the water? The more one contemplates the victory, the more
the glory spreads, until it runs from the Champs Elysses to Armstrong's
childhood paths through the fields of Texas. Collaboration came first; the
champion emerged from it.
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Breaking with Individualism
Traditionally, we view collaboration as involving two or more people as
independent entities, coordinating their efforts to bring about some desired
endpoint. In this sense, collaboration is a secondary process in a world
where independent entities are fundamental. In this chapter, we wish to
reverse these commonplace assumptions. We propose that the relational
process of collaboration is fundamental and that it is only within relational
processes that what we take to be entities come into being. This is to say,
collaboration is not a secondary process that must be mobilized only when
an individual strives to protect or improve his or her condition. Rather,
without collaborative relationships, there is no individual who deliberates
on gains for the self. More dramatically, we might say that individuality
is an illusion, brought about by the failure to appreciate the fundament of
process. 1 And when we allow these illusions to become our realities, we
place impediments in the way of appreciating the positive power of the
collaborative process.
To explore these potentials of this perspective, we shall first describe a
sea of collaborative processes that help bring forth what we might otherwise
consider a specific thing in itself. The object in focus is one on which we have
worked for countless hours, and in which we have a substantial investment:
Positive Aging Newsletter. This freely distributed electronic newsletter came
into being in April 2001. Its goal was, and continues to be, to replace the
traditional stereotype of aging as decline with one that emphasizes aging as
an unparalleled period of enrichment and growth. The newsletter features
summaries of relevant research, news, book reviews, Websites, conferences,
and more. 2 After describing the collaborative processes essential to bring
ing the newsletter into being, we shall consider several conceptual resources
that we find pivotal in our approach to collaboration.
The Collaborative Matrix
As we begin our initial level of analysis as to what constitutes the collabor
ative matrix from which the Positive Aging Newsletter emerges, we do not
so much disclose the unknown as acknowledge the often suppressed. That
is, when we consider the collaborative processes from which the newsletter
draws its existence, we primarily illuminate a domain that we well under
stand but typically disregard. Consider, then, the following:
The Authors
Most obvious in this case is the fact that the existence of any written docu
ment depends on its author(s). We might say that the entity is an emanation of
a relationship that only seems independent by virtue of its physical separation
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from that of which it is a part. In the same way as we may objectify "the
building," "the film," or "the criminal," we obscure the architect, the direc
tor, or the network of others to which a criminal belongs.
The existence of the newsletter depends on an ongoing process of coor
dination between us. One of the topics of conversation that is never far
from our lips is the question of what will be the theme of our next editorial.
It is here that we organize central ideas about aging and often draw in the
research and news items that we are also gathering as we go. We continu
ously discover and share resources, such as books, research articles, Web
sites, videos, and listserves. Often the merits of the materials are unclear.
Are the ideas important, interesting, and relevant or are they too com
plex, marginal, or whimsical? These and other questions are raised as we
encounter such materials. Discussions are thus set in motion and without
mutual graciousness of response between us, there is no movement. The
quality of the newsletter is imperiled. Negotiating these matters requires
close attention to framing; a language of possibility proves more effective
than a discourse of declarations. That is, if Mary says, "We must have this
article on the sex lives of older women in the next issue," it is less well
received that if she says, "What do you think about including this piece
in the next issue?" Polyvocality is required of both of us, as we "try on"
various voices that might respond to a given idea. This is to say, it is more
helpful to obtaining a high quality in the newsletter, as well as in our rela
tionship, if Ken responds in a variety of ways. He might say, "Well, it might
spice up the next issue, given our last one on bereavement practices," and
he might also add, "Isn't there anything on sex lives of older men, just to
be fair?" And he might inquire, "Where did this piece come from? Do you
think it is a respectable and trustworthy source?" Each of these provides
another template against which to judge whether or not to include a piece
of research in the newsletter. Mutual respect must prevail, even when there
are distinct differences in proclivity. Mary might well respond, "Thanks
for thinking outside the box on this one. I know I'm overly concerned with
getting women to feel more comfortable with their bodies, especially sexu
ally, so I might have not worried as much as I should have about the cred
ibility of the source. Maybe we could put this material in the news section
as opposed to the research section; this way we can expose the ideas, but
not stamp them with authority."
The Authors' Authors
We write about ourselves as if we are the originary sources, coming
together as independent beings to collaborate on the newsletter content.
But the vision of independent authors is an illusion. We come together
as beings deeply wedded to a history of relationship. Where would either
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of us be without a collaborative relationship with our parents? (And, of
course, we could go back to their relations with their parents, and their
parents' parents, until we would discover that there is indeed no originary
moment of authorship.) We could also move through countless relation
ships with family and friends; all leave subtle marks on our relationship
with each other. Most directly instructive are our relationships with those
who precede us in the life course. From them we learn so much about the
potentials of positive aging. In certain respects, they are our mentors. We
could make a similar case for our relationships with various teachers and
colleagues in the social sciences. The collaborative process of education has
left us with a particular standpoint in understanding and writing about
positive aging.
Yet, in order to collaborate as authors, we must also develop a form
of collaboration with those whose work we write about. Our writing is
absolutely reliant on social science journals, news reports, recent books,
Websites, and more. Yet, the form of our collaboration with these materi
als is specialized. These texts supply a wealth of words or, one might say, a
wealth of possibilities. We do not wish to copy the material, but rather, to
provide easy access to a range of useful material. Our readers may follow
up on details if they wish. In addition to reducing the size of the offerings,
we are also interested only in what these materials may contribute to a
positive orientation to life. Thus, we dance only with those ideas, findings,
practices, and opinions that enable us to make such a contribution. At
times, this requires rewriting materials so that what might not have been
central to the original article becomes highlighted, or research findings
are placed in a different conceptual context. For example, many research
articles feature correlates of negative behaviors such as depression, inca
pacity, or suicide. An entirely different and more promising story may be
told if we reverse the emphasis of the research and write about the corre
lates of optimism, abilities, and survival.
Because we take a social constructionist perspective toward our work,
we are also careful to look at the labels placed on cognitive abilities, physi
cal and social skills, personality traits, attitudes, and other variables that
might be derogatory or demeaning to aging people. For example, the term
rigidity, which has a negative connotation, is often used as a descriptor of
older people's modes of responding. We may point out that terms such as
consistency,Jaithfulness, or principled could also describe the same activi
ties. In effect, collaboration in this context is essentially a form of fusion.
Sometimes we get into trouble when we take liberties with a text. In this
case, our collaborative efforts become sabotaged. For example, one day we
received a very angry e-mail from an author who told us that we had mis
represented his article in a professional magazine, and he wanted us to
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remove it. Of course, it is not clear how one might remove an electronic
newsletter message that has already been sent out, but he was clearly upset.
The article had a positive theme, which suggested that people who have
disabilities and poor health may not be as unhappy as one might imagine,
nor are people without similar life-limiting qualities as happy as disabled
people might think they are. In general, people feel about the same, react
ing to the minutia of daily life as it comes to them, not to the Big Picture.
At least that was the positive idea we took from the article. It counter
acts the view that many younger people and caretakers of older people
have that a serious physical limitation or disease makes people constantly
depressed or unable to experience happy moments. This is not the case, as
this article helped to show. Mary wrote to the author and offered him space
newsletter to respond, thus giving him an option to collaborate
in
with us, and to have a voice in our newsletter. We never heard back from
him. Sometimes people just don't want to play.
The Readership
Without a collaborative relationship with our readers, we do not qualify as
authors. Without readers, we are effectively mute. Readership often begins
with an invitation from us. To send potential subscribers a copy of the
newsletter and offer them an opportunity to accept or decline, we are effec
tively asking if they would like to join us in bringing the newsletter into
full being. Most people do enjoy it when we send a copy to them. However,
most subscribers find us and ask to be put on our list.3 Many subscribers
also share their copies of the newsletter with colleagues, friends, and fam
ily. In this way, they now join in the collaborative process. The result has
been the continuous expansion of the newsletter, which now reaches over
20,000 readers.
In writing the newsletter, we also act collaboratively with our readers in
other ways. This collaboration first requires an act of imagination on our part.
We must consider the audience-their likely interests, needs, level of sophis
tication, and so on. Writing is collaborative when the text already bears the
contours of the reader's being. At the same time, readers are not just passive
recipients. They write to us with their reactions, and these help us to respond
more fully with them. Through their e-mails, we gain a feeling that we are
serving people in ways they value and that is an important part of a collabora
tive effort. In a certain sense, many of them also become writers. Our readers
send suggestions for books and videos to review, announcements to make,
and personal experiences to share in our "Readers Respond" column. Our
newsletter is far richer for their participation in our mutual venture.
Interestingly, our newsletter is read by editors of various periodicals,
including other newsletters, and they in turn use our materials to reach their
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readers. We have decided to give away all of our copy to anyone who asks,
without any obligations. In this sense, we are collaborating with those who
are editors and facilitators of adult and aging services across the world. The
collaborative energy sends out waves of activity that far surpass our knowl
edge of how it travels and where. It is exciting for us to discover that various
publications for older people are featuring the newsletter's contents.
The Support Network
Beyond these collaborative contributions, there is an extended network
of people, without whom the newsletter would not exist. It would be dif
ficult to determine where the list begins and ends, given the shifting world
of Webmasters, apprentices, assistants, supporters, students, translators,
technicians, and the like. However, by far the most significant member of
our support network has been Charles Studer, a longstanding friend and a
resident ofBasle, Switzerland. Our earliest acquaintanceship extends back
to when The Saturated Self 4 was originally published, and the general the
sis of the book caught Charles' eye. Later, when Charles became director
of the Novartis Gerontological Foundation, we entered into a process of
creative collaboration together, and it was this relationship that gave birth
to the vision of the newsletter. Since that time, Charles has been an ardent
supporter and continuous source of wise counsel. Without him, there
would be no newsletter. Through Charles, we also came to work with the
staff of an independent firm,Boomerang, Inc., that provides the technical
services for converting our drafts to an electronically satisfactory vehicle
for mass distribution. Here we were fortunate enough to work with Steph
anie Dorr, who edited and formatted our materials, stored and repaired
the continuously altering mailing list, and supervised dissemination.5 We
have never met Stephanie face to face, but her buoyant good will and depth
of knowledge were essential to our collaborative venture.
When the Novartis Gerontological Foundation shifted its mission away
from disseminating health and well-being information to the aged and those
professionals who work with them, financial support for the newsletter was
terminated. At that point, we came to rely on two further organizations: The
Health and Age Foundation, headed by Dr. Robert Griffith, which helps to
advertise the newsletter and collect subscribers,6 and the Taos Institute.Both
of us serve on the executive board of the Taos Institute, a nonprofit organiza
tion devoted to dialogue between social constructionist theory and collab
orative practices. This institute has also provided resources for archiving the
newsletter and featuring its recent editions on their Website. Our close rela
tionship with Dawn Dole, the executive director of the institute, has ensured
an effective working relationship with a Webmaster and facilities for com
municating with subscribers from France and Germany.
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One of the most amazing stories in the collaborative history of the news
letter is how it has become international and multilingual. We were aware
that for many people who have English as a second language, reading the
newsletter might be difficult. For example, we knew that in the United
States, there would be several language communities that would miss it
altogether. We were then approached by our friend, Dr. Cristina Ravaz
zola, a Buenos Aires therapist, who was willing to collaborate with her
brother, Mario, to translate the newsletter into Spanish. We then proposed
the idea to Charles Studer, who agreed to sponsor the Spanish edition. On
the heels of this venture, our good friend and translator, Alain Robiolio,
volunteered to translate the newsletter into French. Now the newsletter
was becoming truly international. The thrills did not end there. Two Ger
man colleagues, Syliva Roderburgand and Thomas Friedrich, had found
great sustenance in social constructionist ideas in therapy and volunteered
to create a German language edition. With the collaboration of the Taos
Institute, we were then able to offer the newsletter in four languages. Vir
tually all this activity takes place on a strictly voluntary basis.
Extending the Collaborative Process
Our account has thus far described numerous individuals who have col
laborated with us either directly or indirectly to bring the newsletter into
being. Yet, why should we suppose that these various individuals function
as independent beings? Do they not live within an extended matrix of rela
tionships that make possible their contributions to the ultimate publica
tion of the newsletter? To take but one example, our friend Merrell Clark,
on whom we depend for thinking-through funding sources, contributes in
this way precisely because of a history of collaborative relationships with
nonprofit institutions. (Not to mention that Ken and he were bosom bud
dies at Yale.) Such an account could be furnished for virtually everyone we
have mentioned. Their contribution to the newsletter is intricately woven
into their relationship with others. And this surrounding cast of charac
ters is, in turn, representing a still further expanse of relationships.
It is also important to note that our account of the collaborative matrix
has focused entirely on human participation. Yet, this is most inadequate.
The functioning of all these people is enabled by a world of material. Most
immediately is the computer technology that sweeps information, articles,
manuscript draft, and the newsletter itself through cyberspace each month.
And virtually all this technology depends for its contribution on still other
technologies, which in turn depend on human designers. Broadly speak
ing we should also pay homage to the environmental elements-food,
temperature, oxygen, plant growth, and the like. All are essential to nour
ishing the agents who employ the technology to achieve outcomes such as
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the newsletter. We take·so much of this for granted, scarcely noticing our
enmeshment, but the extent to which our silent partners are essential to
the collaboration is truly remarkable.
From Entities to Process
At the beginning of this chapter, we pointed out the longstanding tradition
by which we understand the social world to be made up of independent
beings. In certain respects, we have sustained this tradition in our writing
by referring to others and ourselves as individuals. We have described the
way in which the two of us relate, the contribution of friends, colleagues,
readers, translators, and so on. Even our account of technology referred
to a world of separate entities-computers, Websites, archives, and the
like. Yet, we also view our reliance on this language of independent units
as an occupational hazard. We are forced to write in this way because
nouns-which create a world of discrete units-make up a major part of
our descriptive discourse. To abandon nouns would be to exit the house of
sense making.
Yet, our hope is that the unfolding logic of our narrative serves to
deconstruct the unitizing of the world. What we have tried to demonstrate
in each instance is that there is no act possessed by any individual alone.
To act meaningfully or intelligibly on any occasion is necessarily to give
expression to the matrix of relationships in which one has lived and to the
relationship in which the expression occurs. Thus, we may refer to each
other as individual beings, and we may see before us biological entities that
seem to be independent of their surrounds. But such references and per
ceptions are illusory. There is first relational process, and from this process
we develop the very intelligibility of singularity.
Implications for Collaborative Action
We wish to complete the analysis presented in this chapter with several les
sons from which will we draw from our work on the newsletter in under
standing the collaborative process and in rendering it more effective. Three
of these deserve special attention:
1. The tension between flexibility and continuity. Collaborative rela
tionships invariably require mutual adjustments. Seldom do prefer
ences, abilities, proclivities, or points of view make a perfect match.
Flexibility is an absolute requirement for effective outcomes. One
must often sacrifice a particular goal, value, preference, or favored
way of proceeding. At the same time, to approach relationships with
openness to the other's ways is to sacrifice the matrix of relationships
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from which one emerges. For example, if we agree with what our
technician might say about efficiency in format, we relinquish our
histories of relationships from which we draw our sense of aesthetic
taste. Similarly, if our technician allows our aesthetic preferences to
dominate, efficiency flies out the window. We have no overarching
rule for dealing with these continuous tensions. However, we do find
it useful to remain sensitive to them and to the values embedded in
both our own favored ways as well as those with whom we work. As
always, it is useful to call on our social constructionist heritage, in
that we are able to declare that there is no one right way to do any
thing, but rather it depends upon the language game that is domi
nant in any particular context.7
2. Creativity and the appreciative core. There is a tendency over time
to treat smooth and continuous processes of collaboration as a
ritual. That is, we understand that this is what we do together;
each person has a part to play and if we continue to perform our
parts, the newsletter will successfully be published. Yet, we also
find it essential to resist this tendency. Dance is a useful meta
phor here. If we become very skilled at performing a particular
dance-swing, rock, two-step, etc.-it can become ritualized. We
also stop learning new ways to dance together, and the familiar
can become a bore. We know that when the production of the
newsletter becomes simply a familiar chore-done "the way we
do it"-the joy will slowly vanish. We find both in dancing and
in publishing the newsletter that the best antidote to ennui is
in appreciating our moments of serendipity and in welcoming
creative encounters. We also find that frequent expressions of
welcoming, gratitude, admiration, and pleasure are essential to
sustain the vitality of the collaborative relationship. Remember
ing and appreciating the positive core of our mission is a morale
booster even when deadlines seem overwhelming.8
3. The multiplicity ofskills. There is a strong tendency to view collabo
ration as a unified or singular process, one that can be transposed
from one situation or relationship to another. In contrast, we find
it more useful to think of the particular conditions confronting us
in the moment and then to consider what kind of skills or moves
are essential to bring about a positive end. As we noted earlier, cer
tain collaborations require a careful interweaving of opinions and
ideas-a form of dialogue from which innovation may spring.9
Other collaborations depend on imagining the other and trying
to take into account their needs and values in our own actions.
In still other cases, we listen with rapt attention to the advice we
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the newsletter. We take·so much of this for granted, scarcely noticing our
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ceptions are illusory. There is first relational process, and from this process
we develop the very intelligibility of singularity.
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both our own favored ways as well as those with whom we work. As
always, it is useful to call on our social constructionist heritage, in
that we are able to declare that there is no one right way to do any
thing, but rather it depends upon the language game that is domi
nant in any particular context.7
2. Creativity and the appreciative core. There is a tendency over time
to treat smooth and continuous processes of collaboration as a
ritual. That is, we understand that this is what we do together;
each person has a part to play and if we continue to perform our
parts, the newsletter will successfully be published. Yet, we also
find it essential to resist this tendency. Dance is a useful meta
phor here. If we become very skilled at performing a particular
dance-swing, rock, two-step, etc.-it can become ritualized. We
also stop learning new ways to dance together, and the familiar
can become a bore. We know that when the production of the
newsletter becomes simply a familiar chore-done "the way we
do it"-the joy will slowly vanish. We find both in dancing and
in publishing the newsletter that the best antidote to ennui is
in appreciating our moments of serendipity and in welcoming
creative encounters. We also find that frequent expressions of
welcoming, gratitude, admiration, and pleasure are essential to
sustain the vitality of the collaborative relationship. Remember
ing and appreciating the positive core of our mission is a morale
booster even when deadlines seem overwhelming.8
3. The multiplicity ofskills. There is a strong tendency to view collabo
ration as a unified or singular process, one that can be transposed
from one situation or relationship to another. In contrast, we find
it more useful to think of the particular conditions confronting us
in the moment and then to consider what kind of skills or moves
are essential to bring about a positive end. As we noted earlier, cer
tain collaborations require a careful interweaving of opinions and
ideas-a form of dialogue from which innovation may spring.9
Other collaborations depend on imagining the other and trying
to take into account their needs and values in our own actions.
In still other cases, we listen with rapt attention to the advice we
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are receiving, understanding that we must ultimately sift out that
which is most useful. In our relations with our technologies, we
often rely on knowing friends who can coach us through complex
maneuvers. In effect, we may say that the collaborative process is
an adjustment of adjustments.
In Conclusion
We began simply, by introducing an electronic newsletter on positive aging.
Yet, as we have attempted to demonstrate, the newsletter as an independent
entity is an illusion. Not only does its existence depend on the collabora
tion of its authors but on their collaboration with many others. Further,
the newsletter fails to be an entity of any kind until readers collaborate
with its content, until they invest it with meaning and significance. We
then expanded the vision of the collaborative practices required to bring
the newsletter into active existence and soon found that we could extend
the network almost indefinitely, both in terms of people and material. The
newsletter may be viewed, then, not as a "thing in itself" but the common
intersection of an enormous process of relationship. In this sense, perhaps
the newsletter is but a symbol of what is the case for all manner of people
and things and events.
Endnotes
l. We wish to thank editor Diane Gehart for pointing out the similarities between this
view and the teachings of Buddhism, which also considers individuals as deeply and
irrevocably relational.
2. The interested leader may view both past and present newsletters at www.positiveaging.
net.
3. One may subscribe to the newsletter by sending an email to Mary Gergen at gv4@psu.
edu
4. The Saturated Self by Kenneth J. Gergen was published by Basic Books in 1990 and
again as a new edition in 2000.
5. Stephanie has recently been replaced by Heather Force, who now takes on the same
responsibilities.
6. www.healthandage.com
7. See Gergen & Gergen, M. (2004).
8. We are indebted to our colleagues and friends who have created and sustained the
appreciative inquiry movement and who have made a difference in the way consultants
engage in organization behavior change. Three books among the many that describe
this popular grass-roots movement are Anderson, H. et al. (2001), The appreciative
organization. Chagrin Falls, OH: Taos Institute Publications; Watkins, J. & Mohr, B.
(2001), Appreciative inquiry: Change at the speed of imagination. San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass Pfeiffer; Whitney, D. & Tosten-Bloom, A. (2003), The power of appreciative
inquiry: A practical guide to positive change. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.
9. See Gergen, Gergen, & Barrett (2004).
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